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With this series of easily verified successes to his credit,
one cannot help asking how it came about that Newlands was
not immediately hailed as a great discoverer and why it was
left to later workers to reap the credit which he evidently
deserved. Various factors seems to have contributed to defeat
his efforts. In those days, the knowledge of atomic weights
was still uncertain in many cases; and the chemical public
was more interested in the results of new determinations than
in attempts to co-ordinate the figures already obtained. Even
an accepted basis for atomic weights was lacking. In the first
half of the nineteenth century, a struggle had been going on
between two systems advocated respectively by Berzelius
and by Dumas ; and when, after the breakdown of Berzelius'
system, Dumas' views seemed to be coming to their own, they
were supplanted in turn by Gmelin's proposals. The year
1842 saw the birth of yet another system, put forward by
Gerhardt, which gained in popularity and displaced Gmelin's
method of representation. Thus at the middle of the century,
the whole field of atomic weights was confused by the co-
existence of new and old standards ; and several systems were
in vogue which were mutually incompatible. In 1860, Can-
nizzaro carried the chemical world with him in his definition
of atomic weight; and it is a proof of Newlands5 sagacity that
he selected the Cannizzaro system when he set out to trace a
relationship between the atomic weights. When this state
of confusion of standards is borne in mind, it is clear that the
claims of elemental classifications could hardly be considered
with much eagerness. The period, indeed was one in which
" facts and not theories " might well be the cry of the chemist.
But in addition to this state of affairs, other influences
confronted Newlands. It is reported1 that when the Law
of Octaves was propounded at a meeting of the Chemical
Society, " Professor G. Foster humorously inquired of Mr.
Newlands whether he had ever examined the elements ac-
cording to the order of their initial letters ". It is not often
that humour makes a permanent reputation for a scientific
worker; but Professor Foster's attitude when confronted for
the first time with the Periodic Law does not lack a certain
1 See Ohem. News, 1866,13, 113.